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ABSTRACT . , f
S The discussion of Spanish verbs considers the :
problems of tense and aspect. Two tenses are used in the description:
past and n:on-past. The past temse is considered the marked member and -
the non-past the unmarked member. Aspect is considered in terms of
"telic" verbs which express an action tending towards a.goal, and
M"atelic" verbs which do not have to wait for a goal for their
realization, but are realized zs soon as they begin. The author
provides examples of verbs with these classifications in mind and
L - demonstrates how tense and aspect help form the meaning of the verbs. .
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This paper will consist of a consideration of ""the type of information
carried by the verb'l in Spanish and of how the system is orgznized, The
discussion and treatment below will be es sentially in terms of a rreviously
established formal system,

The verb has been defined, and still is defined in many grammars
and language manuals as an action word. This sort of definition, whether :
expressed in these trite terms or in a somewhat more refined version has
no place in this paper, The verb can be established as a category, first -
of all, formally, by its morphemic combinatory potential, and, secondly, "
syntactically, by the syntagmatic arrangements in which it may occur, - .
Any conceptual definition is unnecessary and irrelevant, This is not to
deny that some sort of semantic classification of verbs is a valuable
adjunct to a study of the verb, but only insofar as it is. considered in o S

‘relation to the particular grammatical functions of the verb, - = ) o ,

-~ Before looking at the Spanish verb system in particular, I wouldlike
to consider two spec

s fic problems: that of time and tense and that of - -




The approach in this paper is an attempt to avoid some of the pit-
falls that lie in the imposition of a preconceived idea of time on the verb
system by working in terms of the formal system of the verb, The
Spanish Academy in its Grammar analyzes the Spanish verb system in
terms of a threefold division of time; namely, the past, the present and
the future, This results in the following scheme:

Past - compraba, comprd
Present - compra
Future - comprara

The problem then arises as to where the form cmeraria is accommoda-

ted, since it is left out of the time scheme, This dilemma, however, is
speedily, if unsatisfactorily, resolved by establishing it as a mood, the
- Conditional Mood (el modo potencial), which completely obscures the ]
formal and iuncticnal relat1onslup between the forms comprari and - .

cf)rnErar1a.

The obvious relationsbip of these forms is shown in

Juan: Lo coniprara,
Pablo:. -1Qué dijo Juan?
Mar{ai s .'DlJc que lo comprar1a

Here the form ccmprana functions, in ihdi'féét“speech; ‘as the backshift

_ equ,lvalent of camErarg.

The treatment of the Spamsh verb System presented belcw is in . ' ;
Vterms of two tenses, Past and ‘Ncn‘ Past The term tense - rei’errlng . S
: = DT : 'is},ei’nployed;cﬁly, -




Hockett's® statement that '""aspects have to do, not with the location of an
event in time, but with its temporal distribution or contour'' serves to
distinguish aspects from tenses, but little more,

Goedsche’ makes the point that the confusion about aspect seems
to lie in the failure to distinguish between verb content and verbal aspect,
ind states that '"verbal aspect does not find expression through verb con-
tent but through grammatical forms of differing degrees of completeness, "
This distinction between the two levels of grammar and lexis is funda-
mental to a proper understanding of aspect, both generally and within a
particular language system,

The danger of confusing the function of a grammatical form and the
semantic content of a predication is one that must be very carefully
avoided in order to arrive at a full understanding and a proper evalua-
tion of how each form functions in relation to any particular semantic
categories which may be established. Gareys suggests the two terms
"grammatical aspect" and "lexical aspect' to refer to .nese two levels
and these terms will be adopted in this paper. Lexical aspect refers
to the type of ''action' of a particular verb or verb construction and will
be discussed immediately below: grammatical aspect refers to aspectual i
modifications that the same verb or verb construction may undergo within
the verb system of a particular language. The latter belongs to the for-
mal, or grammatical, system of the language, i. e. a closed set; the -

former to the lexis or semantics of thé__laﬁguage, i.e. an open-ended s(et.‘

The confusion of the two levels of grammar and lexis in the question
of .aspect does not just refer to such obvious ‘semantic considerations as, B
for instance, those shown in’ the‘t_liéscri' tion of to'begin to read as the - = = ‘
inceptive aspect of to read ‘but to far more subtle coi ‘Allen?

1t T mo onfusions, .
cites an example from The Use of Tenses in-English by J. ‘Millington
Ward.which will serve to indicate t int, ' With reference to the
“English Present Perfect, Millington-Ward distingui shes berweon the
!'finished!' use of tha form. 48 in: :




'"If one was 'verbing,' but was interrupted while 'verbing, ' has
one 'verbed?'"

According to this test-frame, the two sentences from Millington-Ward
belong in different categories, ,

If one was writing a book, but was interrupted while
writing, bas one written a book?

The answer is clearly no.

If one was living in New York, but was interrupted while
living there, has one lived in New York?

The answer is clearly yes.

The first scholar to approach the problem of lexical aspect in a
systematic way with regard to Spanish was Andrés Bello, 10 who divided
Spanish verbs into two categories. He 'makes the point that ""en unos
verbos el atributo, por el hecho de haber llegado a su perfeccidn,
expira, y en otros, sin embargo, subs1ste durando; a los primeros
llamo desinentes, y a los segundos permanentes, "' Bello g1ves morir
‘and ‘hacer as examples of deslnent verbs a.nd ser, ver and oir as examples
of permanent verbs, :

Bello's analysis proudes ‘a useful startlng pclnt though in 1tself
it is an oversimplification, .Bull and: Farléyn take up the categories-
established by Bello,, well aware, howeve: of the limitations of his
study, and questlon the. "as sumptj.an that it is thL verb,.rather: than what -
" the verb- symbolizes; that is to be class:Lf:Le The‘y htroduce two new.
: terms f*om the field of phy*sn:s " a:;d non ;yché pA Which roughly;f' :




If we say:
John is getting up. Juan se levanta,
the action is not perfected and the é¢ycle is not complete,
And if we say:
John gets up early, Juan se levanta téméfana.

this now refers to a series of events and is, therefore, no longer cyclic,
for a series can be prolonged indefinitely, whereas a cyclic event cannot,
All series are, therefore, non-cyclic,

The distinguishing feature of non-cyclic "actions' (Bella's permanent
verbs) is that their perfection coincides with their 1n1tlat1on "To say
that an action of this type began is. equivalent to saying that it took place, "
If we consider the verb ver (one of Bello's examples) we can see that to
say empiezo a ver is equ1valent to saying veo. If you begin to see some-
thing, you do actually see it. : ’ o

It is pcss1ble to construct a test frame al,i@g these lines, sirn‘.ila:.rr
to that of Garey: IR

He began to ”ire:;b, ""but srtpppved, He did/did not '"verb. !

Garey, in his study of aspect with regard to French, also estabhshes the
two categorles of ”achcns " His chscussz,c:n ‘starts. w1th a con51derat1cn
of the verb. se- nozer and cons;sts af an evaluatlcn of" the vd ffer'ence “if
any, »‘bet*We »n the ollomng fo ms:c o : e : :

The statement




At this juncture it is probably advisable to assess possible confusions
that might arise through an imprecise terminology, The term "perfect"
(similarly ""perfected' and "perfecﬁve”) is recognized by Twaddelll2
as a possible source of confusion in the understanding of the English
""have + participle' construction, As Twaddell points out,'"there need be
no implication of completion in the sense of non-continuation of the action
at the present moment, The term "perfect" has been unhelpful by sug-
gesting some kind of completion or previous termination. . . ." Below we
shall employ the terminology suggested by Garey, that is, we shall refer
to '"imperfective' and ''perfective'’ grammatical aspect, and lexical aspect
will be considered in terms of the two categories 'telic!' and "'atelic,

By ''perfective aspect' of a form, we mean that the form, in combination
with a telic '"action' indicates perfection of the "action;' and by "imper-
fective aspect' of a form, we mean that the form, in combim tion with

a telic "action'' indicates the non-perfection of the '"action, "' The grairn-
matical aspects, therefore, are labelled accardlng to the result of their
combination with a telic "action, "

In the light of what I have just been cens1der;ng, -I would like now
to look at the Spenish verb system.

The procedure follgwed is similar to that ‘adopted by Stockwell, :
Bowen and Martin, 13-i. e., the estabhshrnént of a primary system and ' )
~various secondary patterns, ~ Unfortunately, in this paper I énly have
tlrne tQ r‘ons1d€=r the prlmary systern

PR[MARYSYSTEM B T R

L fPast o L _ o Ncn Pastf’i}i'

hablc :




NON-PAST

Telic + Imperfective Non-Past:

Como una manzana.,

The time reference is to the moment of speech, The "action' is
not perfected, and the event is not terminated,

Escribo un libro,

The time reference may be to the moment of speech or to a period
of time encompassing the moment of speech, The "action' is not per-
fected and the event is not terminated,

Atelic + Imperfective Non-Past:
Juan duerme bien,
The time reference may be to the momeht of speech or to a period of

time encompassing the moment of speech, - The "action'' is perfected and
’ the event or series of events is not terminated, :

. PaAsT

Perfective’  Imperfective




must first determine what ‘Alarcos Llorach means exactly by the expres-
sions el proceso con su terrruno and el proceso sin su término, There
seem to be two possible 1nterpretaf1ons-

(1)  the term Procesc equates with our use of the term
""action'' and terrmno refers to its perfection, or,

(2) the term proceso refers to the event and término
to its termination,

If we consider Alarcos Llorach's example cantar (an atelic '"'action'')
in the light of (1), we see that both canté and cantaba. are perfected and
that Alarcos Llorach's statement cannot hold. In the light of (2) above,
the statement appears, at first, to be more correct; i, e, , canté presents
the event as terminated and cantaba as not terminated, The most fre-
quently cited example in support of the claim (held by the present writer)
that the Preterite does not always present the event as terminated is
taken from Genesis:

Dijo Dios, sea la luz, (v la luz fue,

w—

{ v hubo 1a luz_'

It is va1eusly incorrect to suggest in this instance that the 3vent
'is terminated; there is no implication in hubo or fue that there later

ceased to be light Bull g1ves ancther example:

N car stoppedrunning because‘ of a'fa'.ultyv"wire- "A mechanic
replaced the Wii‘e.. 'y luego iuncieno maravillosamente, """~

7 ’There is-no 1rnp11cati V in "hkefk form fuhci‘oné“iéhaf ‘th'é-k' ’é’é,r 'latéfrv ;é—asﬂéd:;f




- the differe

_ he didn't begi
“o'clock

The '"action'' is perfected; only the initiation of the event is explicitly ex-
pressed (the initiative aspect of the perfective), Both are anterior to the
moment of speech, '

The distinction between the initiative aspect produced by the combina-
tion "'atelic + Preterite' and the terminative aspect produced by the combi-
nation ''telic + Preterite' is not always patently clear and this lack of
clarity is undoubtedly the reason for statements such as that of Alarcos
Llorach mentioned above,

For example, if we consider:

Juan llegd ayer. (telic + Preterite)
and,

Juan canto ayer. (atelic + Preteriize),
there seems to _vbe no immediately apparent ;difference. 1f, however, we
consider these two predications related with reference to a specific
point of time in the past, as in: B ' '

~Juan ilegéﬂ Va_la{v,una'raye r,

and,

jﬂxan(cantaala'; 'gﬁa ayer, (atelic + Preterite),.

nce becomes clear,




Telic + Imperfect:

. Juan comia una manzana.

The "action'' is not perfected and the event is considered without
reference to beginning or end, As with the combination "telic + Non-Past"

-the reference may be either to a point ér'—period of timg, as in:
Escribia un libro.
It is 1mportant to stress hére that the tune reference is to a p01nt or’

of Speech the Book is actually completed. . What is 1nd1cated is that at a
point or period in the past the book was being written, This is clearly
shown in the iolléWing examples where ‘there is a d1rect contrast of
time—;spheres Past and Ncn Past: = P U :

Antes comia una manzana _ahora come una. pera

Antes escribla una novela ahora escrﬂ:e una p1eza teatral

Atehc+ In};perfét:ts_ 7 T

.I ﬁan‘ cantra:b a.
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